I said: "What does it mean? You tell me, I haven't the faintest recollection."
It was the Colonel's turn to stare, or rather glare. Then I said that if he would give me the chance of taking it away and attempting to read the notes which preceded and followed this cryptic entry I would try to translate it. My notebook contained a hotch-potch of information and casual jottings—ranging from impressions of the surrender of the Italian Fleet at Alexandria to a list which read: "1500 B.C. Conquered by Thotmes II of Egypt; 1000 B.C. Phoenician Settlements; 525 B.C. Taken by Persians under Cambyses; 480 B.C. Cyprus supplied 150 ships to Xerxes; 294 B.C. Ruled by Ptolemy; 58 B.C. Taken by Rome, administered by Cicero ; presented by Julius Caesar to Ptolemy of Egypt and by Anthony to Cleopatra; 31 B.C. Retaken by Rome under Augustus; 1191. Taken by Richard Coeur de Lion."
I was tempted to ask the Colonel whether he thought this would be valuable information to the enemy but discreetly kept quiet. Another entry, descriptive of a certain officer, read "dark, slightly bald, restless, eager, randy." On the whole I was not anxious to have my notebook hawked around.
However, I fancy that the Colonel's agents must have been combing the notebook fairly thoroughly, for his fierce expression suddenly changed, a flicker of a smile passed across his face and he handed it back to me, with a caution. I thanked him profusely. Later, after much puzzlement, I recalled the origin of the mysterious numbers 292. When in Haifa I had been trying hard to pick up information about the Dodecanese campaign and my wanderings took me to a local British headquarters. The intelligence officer there was closer than an oyster: "Sorry, old boy," he said. "Strict orders to say nothing. You'll have to go back to Cairo to G.H.Q. and ask for Major Blank, Force 292. Room G21."
To this day I do not know precisely what those three figures signified, but I have an idea that it was the code